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        Langley, Virginia

      

      

      “What is this place?” David asked.

      They had arrived at a high-ceilinged room that reminded David of a NASA command center. Dim lights. High-tech. Lots of people with headsets on, each neatly spaced throughout rows of computer screens. The people in the room were a mix of what David assumed to be CIA and uniformed military.

      David had been showing up to Langley every day for the past few weeks. Each day, he was taken to interrogation rooms or conference rooms, where he was asked repeated questions about the Red Cell, China, and Iran.

      But they never took him to a setting like this. Chase and the other man stood silent, waiting at the entrance of the room.

      An enormous wall of monitors stood at the front of the large room, each screen showing different bits of data. Many of the men and women in the room were gathered around a screen that showed the live feed on one of the monitors.

      It showed an aerial view of a small land mass, surrounded by water. The land mass looked familiar to David. It had a large runway that barely fit on the island. A few scattered buildings next to the runway. Beaches that were several shades darker than normal. The rest of the island was covered in green vegetation, right up its mountainous center.

      A flash of recognition hit him. David was looking at the Red Cell island.

      David looked at his brother, confused. Chase had that same knowing look in his eye.

      David said, “What are these people working on in here?”

      Chase replied, “What’s it look like?”

      David took in the room once more. Some of the screens showed tactical displays of the South China Sea. Others monitors were zoomed out to focus on the entire Western Pacific theater.

      Tiny blue and red digital shapes covered each map. David knew that these were the ships, submarines, and aircraft. Blue shapes for allied forces. Red for enemy forces.

      David observed a man sitting nearby. He monitored three computer displays. Thick headphones covered his ears. The man typed furiously, and David noticed that the text looked to be Chinese characters.

      “It looks like they’re taking the Chinese threat seriously after all. They’re monitoring the Red Cell island, at least.”

      Chase nodded.

      “You aren’t surprised. You’ve known about this? Why the hell have I been led to believe that we weren’t doing anything about it?”

      He leaned in close to David’s ear. “Keep cool and try not to be pissed off. You can yell at me all you want once we get to the car. But the fact that they’ve invited you here means that you’re going to get read in. That’s a good thing. Don’t spoil it.”

      David looked at his brother a moment. Part of him was angry that he had been kept in the dark. But he understood that it couldn’t have been a choice. Secrets were the norm for Chase’s line of work.

      The automatic doors let out a whoosh as they opened behind them. The room got quiet as about half of the personnel turned to look in David’s direction. There was a brief moment of panic as he mistakenly thought they were looking at him. They weren’t. They were all looking past him.

      David turned around and saw two men. One, David recognized right away. He had seen the face on TV. Director Samuel Buckingham—head of the CIA, in the flesh. The other man was military. An Army three-star. Starched uniform and gleaming medals.

      A woman with an air of authority said, “Director Buckingham, we’re ready to start whenever you are. We have seats for you over here.”

      “Thanks, Susan.” The CIA director checked his watch and frowned. “Alright, ladies and gentlemen. As you all know, business is booming around here right now. I need to brief the president on Iran later this morning, and that conflict is using up the majority of our resources. But I want you all to know that the work you’re doing here is vital. Please don’t misinterpret my lack of time for you this morning as an indication of the importance of your mission.”

      He looked at the Army general. “I’ve asked General Schwartz to step in and serve as the sponsor for this task force. He’ll be briefing me every day on your progress. Now I’ve got thirty minutes free and I need to use two of them. Susan, I beg your forgiveness. Please give me a moment.”

      “Of course, sir,” the woman said.

      The director and the general turned to look straight at David. He walked a few steps, closing the distance between them, and stuck out his hand. He lowered his voice. “Gentlemen, I’m Bob Buckingham. This is General Schwartz.” The men all exchanged handshakes and then sat down on couches facing each other.

      The general said, “You’re Art Manning’s boys?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Chase.

      “He’s a good man. We were at the Navy War College together.”

      The brothers smiled politely.

      Director Buckingham said, “Let’s get a little privacy for a minute before the briefing begins. I’m afraid every goddamn person in this room will be eavesdropping on us. You’d think I was surrounded by spies.” The CIA director had the broad smile and easy manner of an experienced politician.

      They climbed a narrow set of metal stairs to an enclosed room that overlooked the larger space. The room reminded David of a box seat at a football game. They were above the worker bees here, and the chatter from below was being piped in by a speaker somewhere.

      There were seats in the room, but no one sat. The director said, “Gentlemen, I would first like to thank you for your service to our country. Without the brave acts each of you performed over the past few weeks, we would be completely in the dark on the Chinese Red Cell, and the role that the Chinese played in Iran.”

      Chase didn’t say anything.

      David, still feeling his way around the situation, said, “I appreciate that.”

      “Now, I will ask you both to serve your country once again. General Schwartz and I have been directed by the president to put together this task force in hopes of…well, in hopes of preventing World War Three. If we can’t stop it, then we’re to ensure that we’re at least prepared for it.”

      Sounds familiar, David thought to himself.

      “David, I’m going to be frank. I always am. I find it saves me time, my most precious commodity these days. There are some members of the government that expressed concerns that you may have compromised your nation.”

      David was very familiar with the charge. Over the past few weeks, he’d been through countless classified debriefings and interviews with various agencies, including closed session hearings with congressional intelligence committees.

      There were also news stories on him, which he was still getting used to. He wasn’t allowed to comment, of course. But that didn’t stop the damn press from speculating on what had really happened. Some of them came pretty close to the truth. Others—at some of the extreme ends of the journalistic spectrum—thought he was a traitor and should be shot.

      Everyone—government and press—wanted to try and get to the bottom of David’s allegations that the Chinese had tricked twenty Americans into disclosing classified information.

      The director said, “These people would have me believe that you gave too much information to the Chinese and were an unwitting agent of a foreign adversary. What say you?”

      David clenched his jaw. He could see Chase giving him a look as if he were ready to hold him back from socking the director. It took all the patience David could muster to respond calmly.

      “I would say that I did the best I could under the circumstances. I never willingly gave classified information to the Chinese. And as soon as I discovered that the Red Cell was not what it appeared to be, I made every effort to organize an escape.”

      The director seemed satisfied with that answer. He looked at the general. “General Schwartz has recently been assigned to us. He is the Associate Director of the CIA for Military Affairs. I’ve asked him here because the four of us need to discuss a part of Operation SILVERSMITH that might become very important. I’ve known General Schwartz here for over two decades. I trust him implicitly. He tells me that he knows your father. He swears to me that you’re from good stock.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I will also note that I think it’s very easy to second-guess someone if you haven’t walked a mile in their shoes,” the director continued. “So—if anyone gives you a hard time David, you just let me know. I, for one, think you’re a fine American. I think what you did showed ingenuity, and tenacity. And I need scrappy, intelligent fighters on my team.”

      David looked at his brother, and then back at the director, not sure what to say.

      Director Buckingham went on, “I also need someone who’s seen what we’re up against. Your experience will be an invaluable asset. And I’d rather have you helping us here than sending my interrogators to try and tease out bits of information that may or may not be the most relevant. I can’t think of anyone who would be a better contributor to Task Force SILVERSMITH than you. You not only have the knowledge of what these bastards are up to, but you’ve also got the motivation to disrupt their plans. So, what do you say?”

      “What do I say, sir? I’m sorry. About what?”

      “I would like you to join us here at Langley for the foreseeable future. We’ll work out the admin details with In-Q-Tel, but it should be manageable. We’d like you to work as an analyst and advisor for us as we evaluate the Red Cell and any potential Chinese war plans. Do you accept this request?”

      He blinked. “Um. Yes. Yes, of course.”

      “Excellent. I apologize for the inconvenience of all those Q&A sessions we’ve been putting you through. But as you’ll see, we’re putting the information to good use. Now let’s go back downstairs and get this show on the road.”

      Marching down the steps behind the other three, David felt dozens of eyes on him. He caught a few of their gazes. Not all were friendly. He wondered what they thought of him being here, given that he had been part of the Red Cell.

      The director said, “Ladies and gentlemen, as most of you now know, we have been directed by the president to form a joint task force to defend against the Chinese threat to our national security. If you’re in this room, Operation SILVERSMITH is now one hundred percent of your work plan. Drop everything else. Don’t talk about what goes on here to anyone. What we do over the next few days, the next few weeks, and the next few months is crucial to the security of our nation. I have no doubt that each of you will give it your very best. Alright, that’s my pep talk. Susan, I understand you’re going to bring us all up to speed?”

      “That’s correct, sir.”

      “Alright, hit it. I’ve got…” He looked at his watch. “Twenty minutes.”

      They all sat. The lights dimmed. The woman whom the director had referred to as Susan spoke. Her voice was amplified through a small microphone attached to her collar.

      “Director Buckingham, General Schwartz, good afternoon. My name is Susan Collinsworth and I’m the staff operations officer lead for this team. This is the introductory brief for Task Force SILVERSMITH. Our objective is to identify and counter the Chinese threat to our nation, with a specific emphasis on the recently identified plans of Cheng Jinshan and the Chinese Red Cell. The following is a brief timeline of relevant events.”

      David looked over the room. The scattered audience sat in rows, many behind computer terminals. They each looked up at the big screen, where a presentation showed a timeline of events and pictures.

      Susan said, “On October second, twenty Americans are flown from various locations in the continental United States to a small airport in California—Half Moon Bay Airport, just south of San Francisco. From examining satellite feed and FAA records, we have determined that nine private aircraft were used in all. Each of these aircraft was owned and operated by a shell company connected to Cheng Jinshan—more on him later in the brief.”

      She took a sip of water, then continued, “These aircraft then refuel and fly the twenty Americans to what we shall refer to as the Red Cell island—it has another name, but frankly, it’s a bear to pronounce. The Red Cell island is located north of the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea. We assess that none of the Americans knew their true whereabouts or who was planning and operating the Red Cell.”

      David saw a few questioning glances in his direction. “We assess” was not the same as “we know.” He wondered what the others in this room were thinking. Perhaps that he and the others in the Red Cell were fools? Or worse…traitors? The thought made him sick.

      “From October third until October twelfth, these twenty Americans participate in a Red Cell operation on the island. There they’re told that China is planning to attack the US, and that the goal of the Red Cell is to plot out ways in which the attack might be conducted. As many of you know, the group of twenty Americans was comprised of military and intelligence experts, as well as civilian experts in technology, communications, utilities, and several other fields.”

      Groans could be heard throughout the room. There was David’s answer about how people felt.

      The director said, “I’ve heard much of this before, but let me ask the obvious question. How were these people duped?”

      Susan glanced at David and cleared her throat. “Sir, this was a legitimate Red Cell roster, jointly owned by the DoD and CIA.  We are still working out how the Chinese were able to obtain the roster and personnel activation codes.  But multiple messages went out over a forty-eight-hour period which notified participants.  Most were activated by the Pentagon.  In many cases, there was a legitimate source within their chain of command that triggered the participation request.  It was quite an elaborate operation.  Everyone involved at the Pentagon or CIA thought that someone else was running the show.  Part of the problem when there are so many chefs in the kitchen.”

      “But who were the people who actually signed off on this?”

      “Sir, we’ve identified at least five personnel that we think were responsible for triggering the travel and participation requests for the Red Cell participants. These five people had positions of authority in various defense and intelligence agencies. For example…” She looked down at her notes. “A GS-15 in the Defense Intelligence Agency used a contract with a Boston-based consulting firm to send one of their consultants on the trip. This consultant was a former Army officer and held a TS/SCI clearance. She had expertise in multiple classified Army weapons systems.”

      “So to be clear, this looked legitimate to the members of the Red Cell.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And where are these five people who triggered the travel and participation requests? What happened to them?”

      “Four of them are missing. Each appears to have fled the country or gone into hiding.”

      “And the fifth?”

      “Tom Connolly turned up dead on the shores of Bandar Abbas the day of the Gorji assassination.”

      The director nodded. “Ah, yes. Tom Connolly. Delightful. Please proceed.”

      David thought it was odd that the CIA director would have asked these questions today. David had been home for weeks. He had been interviewed many times by various government agencies, and especially the CIA. So the investigation into the Red Cell would have been going on for at least that long. The director must already know these things. He does know. He’s just trying to give the members of the Red Cell credibility. To show that while they were duped, they should be considered loyal Americans.

      “On October twelfth, the jig is up. Chinese military personnel storm the island and—we assume—take all the Americans into captivity. In the confusion, David Manning and Henry Glickstein escape from the island on a small Chinese watercraft. A few days later, the two men are picked up by an Australian fishing trawler. They spend fourteen days at sea and arrive in Darwin, Australia, on October twenty-fourth.

      “This is the same day that two other events occurred. First, the Iranian politician, Ahmad Gorji, was killed, along with his wife, on the highway outside Bandar Abbas, Iran.”

      The screen changed to show an overhead drone’s video feed of a highway near the ocean. A freighter truck was parked at an odd angle, blocking the highway. Three black cars stopped in front of it. A gunfight erupted. Then the screen went bright green as an explosion flattened the whole scene.

      Susan continued to speak as the video played.

      “The attack was extremely well executed. Our own analysis corroborates the Iranian claims that US- and Israeli-made weapons were used. About a dozen armed men emerged from the truck here and began attacking the politician’s convoy of cars. We think that these men were a diversion. Hired Iranians who didn’t know too much about their target. Once the firefight ensued, Claymore mines and a very talented sniper finished everyone off.

      “The former CIA employee, Tom Connolly, was found dead near the beach, one mile away. This is the same man who had worked at In-Q-Tel and convinced several members of the Red Cell to attend a few weeks earlier. Also, Lisa Parker—aka Lena Chou—sent an unclassified email to several CIA employees indicating that she was a part of the mission.

      David flushed at the mention of Tom’s name.  Flashbacks of his face under the foaming waves.

      “It was an obvious framing. But because of these US connections, the Iranians think that we really were responsible for the assassination. Our analysts also stress the personal connection between the Iranian leadership and the people who were killed. Emotional responses are not usually rational ones.”

      The lights were dimmed, but David could see a few people were shaking their heads.

      The director said, “Tell me about this Parker woman.”

      “Lisa Parker, aka Lena Chou. Graduated from the University of Maryland. Division 1 track athlete there. The Agency recruited her out of college. She’s been with the CIA for almost fourteen years. Started out in Central America. Spent a few years there working anti-narco-terrorism operations. Top evaluations got her a slot in Iraq in 2007. She’s done some work in Japan for us, but most of her time has been in either the US or the Middle East. She’s a Political Action Group officer, but she’s also reportedly an expert at unarmed combat. Her file says that she spends a lot of her personal time training in martial arts.”

      “Married?”

      “No significant others or kids.”

      “Family in the US? I’m assuming that she’s US-born?”

      “She was raised by an aunt in the San Francisco Bay area. Her birth certificate says she was born there. And records show that the people that were supposed to be her parents were killed in a car crash in 1997. In San Fran. That’s what the file says, anyway. And that’s what all the background checks have stated, but…a recent investigation indicates otherwise.”

      He cocked his head. “Please elaborate.”

      “We now think she arrived in the US as a teenager right around the time the people she claims were her parents died in the car crash. Our analysts have been evaluating pictures of Lena Chou both before and after her parents’ death. They don’t match. Immediately after the car crash, the daughter went to live with an aunt in the suburbs of Baltimore. But no one who knew the daughter in San Francisco could identify Lena Chou when we showed them pictures. Granted that it would be fifteen years later—but still.”

      “Meaning what?”

      David couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “Meaning that we think Lena Chou was swapped for this daughter of the car crash victims,” Susan said. “The aunt took her and God knows what happened to the real daughter after that. But then the aunt picks up Lena Chou and takes her to Maryland. Then she starts working for the Agency, and her cover name becomes Lisa Parker. But the big news is that we now think she took the girl’s identity as a teenager.”

      “How sure are you of this?”

      “We’re still investigating. We should know more by next week.”

      David watched as video on the screen changed to an image of Lena Chou looking up at the sky. The camera was overhead, so it was easy to make out her features. An official CIA photograph of her was displayed on the screen.

      Susan said, “Lena Chou/Lisa Parker was involved in the Iranian assassination. We know that from this drone feed. Only weeks earlier, she was a CIA employee with a sterling record, working in Dubai. When word of a mole in Dubai Station was received, a counterespionage team was sent over to investigate. The team flagged Miss Parker for inconsistencies and asked her to fly back to Washington. She was told that she had been cleared of any suspicion, and that the flight back to D.C. was for training purposes. Apparently she knew better.”

      “Why was she allowed to travel back to the States by herself?” the director said.

      Susan squirmed. “Sir, this is obviously not standard procedure, and we’ve reprimanded the counterespionage team member who made that decision. Apparently, he had a prior relationship with⁠—”

      The director’s hand went up. “Alright. Please see me about that detail later. Continue.”

      “The second big event on October twenty-fourth, none of you need reminding about. The Blackout Attack. We have with us Mr. Diaz from the NSA to go over what happened.”

      A squat man in a V-neck sweater took the small microphone in his fingers. “Thank you, Susan.” The screen changed to a map of the US. “The Blackout Attack, as people call it, was actually two distinct attacks. Each was executed simultaneously on October twenty-fourth. The first, we now know, came from the ARES cyberweapon. The transmissions emanated from several locations in Southeast Asia and affected approximately seventy-five percent of all satellites in orbit. I can’t emphasize enough how complex an attack this was. The GPS satellites are beyond repair. This alone has caused massive problems. Estimates on getting replacements launched are at six to twelve months.”

      Chase whispered, “That’s insane.”

      The NSA man continued, “What’s worse—Internet and telecommunications have been greatly damaged by attacks on data centers and root servers.”

      “What are root servers?” the director asked.

      The NSA man cleared his throat. “Yes, sir…uh…think of root servers as the decoder keys for the Internet. Instead of typing a sixteen-digit number into your browser to take you to a website, you can type Walmart dot com, for instance. But in actuality, the website is really identified by a sixteen-digit number. Thanks to the root servers, when you type Walmart dot com, it automatically syncs those letters to the correct number identifier and takes you to the correct website. But with these root servers down, there is no longer a decoder key. So technically, the Internet still works. But it’s rendered useless to ninety-nine point nine nine percent of the population.”

      “Anyone but people like you?”

      Nervous chuckles.

      “Yes, sir, I’m afraid so.”

      The director said, “So why are we able to use Internet now? It went down for, what, thirty-six hours? It’s slower, but it’s back up. What happened?”

      “Director, it appears that the ARES cyberweapon was effective in bringing down several of these data centers and root servers, but the Internet has just become too big and strong. It’s developed immunities, if you will. Technology companies have built so many redundancies into the network that, unless the attack was perfectly coordinated with the physical destruction of undersea cables and other backup data centers, it was only going to be a partially successful attack. What we’re living through now is a damaged Internet. But the tech companies are working hard each day to get it back to full strength. Effectively, we’re going to have another one or two months at low performance before we get back to where we were.”

      General Schwartz said, “It’s still killing my IRA. Stock market’s down lower than in 2009.”

      “Yes, sir. The psychological and economic impact of the disruption are very real.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Diaz,” Susan said.

      The man nodded and returned to his seat.

      The director looked at his watch, then back up at Susan. “Tell me more about Jinshan.”

      “Cheng Jinshan has multiple roles—he’s a Chinese national, the billionaire head of multiple Chinese Internet- and media-related companies. His companies make up a large portion of the cybersecurity and censorship wings of the Chinese technology industry. We also have strong evidence that he started off as, and continues to be, a covert agent within the Chinese Ministry of State Security. The confluence of these two positions has made him a major power player in the Chinese government. To put it another way, he has his hands in everything. Jinshan has a personal relationship with the Chinese president, who recently appointed him head of the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection. This is the Chinese agency intended to root out corruption in the government. But the CIA’s Chinese bureau thinks that Jinshan may have been using the CCDI to insert loyalists across the government.”

      “Sounds like a busy guy,” said General Schwartz.

      “Yes, sir. Our sources tell us that Jinshan has been trying to prepare China for what he sees as a coming collapse of their economy. Our own analysts agree that a Chinese economic downturn is inevitable.”

      The general said, “I thought the Chinese economy was booming. They make everything over there.”

      “Sir, while Chinese manufacturing is robust, their manufacturing boom occurred between ten and twenty years ago,” Susan said. “Now, the money from that economic boom has made many Chinese citizens wealthier. People have moved from the poor rural areas to the wealthier and more congested cities. While it is still a communist nation, the Communist Party has been propped up by the furious pace of economic growth. But that rate of growth is now slowing. The low-hanging fruit has been plucked from the tree, so to speak. China has effectively put off the bubble bursting by using artificial currency manipulation. But even that can only do so much to keep reality from taking hold.”

      The director said, “So is that what all that Dubai Bitcoin stuff was about? Currency manipulation so that China could keep its economic advantage?”

      Susan nodded. “We believe that’s part of it, sir. Cheng Jinshan had a team of hackers that was trying to manipulate the value of bitcoin. He then helped to influence the Chinese government to partially adopt backing its own currency with bitcoin. But the hacking and criminal manipulation of the Dubai Bitcoin Exchange became public thanks to the work of our CIA team in Dubai. Now, proper safeguards are in place, and that artificial manipulation cannot take place. However, the Chinese economic situation is looking more dire by the day.”

      “So the bubble is about to pop, and the owner of the largest army in the world, a communist nation, will have hell to pay if it can’t make its citizens happy.” The director looked at General Schwartz. “You have any questions?”

      “What else do we know about Jinshan’s background?” Schwartz asked.

      Susan looked down at her notes. “He is highly intelligent. He was a competitive chess player in college. He’s charismatic—a gifted orator, when out in public. But he prefers his privacy. We’ve only recently been made aware of how deep his influence goes. He has no family—never married. No vices that we know of.”

      The director looked skeptical. “Everyone’s got something. Keep looking.”

      “Sir, there is one thing, although it’s not a vice. It’s his health. Our investigation in Dubai uncovered that he may have visited a cancer specialist while he was there.”

      “Really? That’s interesting. Any chance this situation is going to resolve itself in the near future?”

      A few laughs from the group.

      “We aren’t sure, sir. That’s all we’ve managed to find out thus far.”

      The director looked at his watch again and then stood up. “Alright. The general and I need to run. I want updates twice a day, and anytime there is any urgent news. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      One Hour Later

      The Situation Room, The White House

      The president sat at the end of the long conference table. “Please proceed, Admiral.”

      “Mr. President, at twenty-two thirty local in Tehran today, electronic surveillance aircraft picked up a conversation between the Iranian Supreme Leader and his head of the Iranian naval forces. In that conversation, he told the Iranian Navy head to prepare two Iranian Kilo-class submarines to deploy under what we in the US military would term as a weapons-free ROE.”

      “Mr. President, under the weapons-free rules of engagement, a military asset would fire at anything not identified as friendly,” the chief of staff said.

      The admiral continued, “Sir, for a submarine—especially an Iranian submarine that doesn’t have the sonar capabilities and training that our subs do—this would mean that they would start sinking just about everything they see. This order is in addition to movement we have witnessed indicating that the Iranians are preparing to lay mines, sir.”

      The president shook his head. “Now what in the Sam Hill is that madman thinking?”

      Finishing the thought, the chief of staff said, “He likely intends to shut down the Straits of Hormuz, sir.”

      The president waved for him to keep going.

      “Sir, we have a location of all of their subs right now. One is at sea. The other will take twenty-four hours to get underway. The mini-subs are all on alert. We recommend a preemptive strike on all Iranian submarines and mini-submarines within the next twelve hours. We also recommend striking all SAM sites, surface-to-surface missile sites with ranges greater than ten miles, and a cluster bomb strike on their go-fast gunboats. This will neutralize their medium-range and submarine threat.”

      “What about their aircraft?” the national security advisor asked.

      The admiral said, “We feel confident that our combat air patrol would be able to neutralize any Iranian air threat on short notice if they take off and show any indication of hostile behavior. The ROE we agreed to last week gives our CAP aircraft that leeway. In short, we don’t feel the need to attack their air force—yet. And we’d rather minimize our strikes, per the president’s instructions.”

      The president looked at the CIA director. “Do you still think China may have been behind the attacks in Dubai?”

      The CIA director chose his words carefully. “Mr. President, I believe that there are people working for the Chinese government and/or military who were at least partially responsible for the attacks over the past few weeks. Both the attacks in Dubai and the cyberattacks in the US.”

      The president said, “And what do you base this opinion on?”

      The CIA director spoke up, “Sir, multiple sources, including information from the two gentlemen who escaped captivity in the South China Sea⁠—”

      “Yes, I’m quite familiar with those two,” said the president.

      There was audible laughter from the others at the table, particularly from the national security advisor, Charlie Sheppard. The director tried to ignore it.

      The story of the Red Cell was controversial. Half the media thought it was just a miscommunication. An understandable cross-wiring of information during the confusion of the past few weeks. The other half of the media thought that it was a crazy conspiracy theory.

      The US government leadership was also split on their feelings about David Manning and Henry Glickstein’s Red Cell claims. Some in the government believed that David and Henry were lunatics, and that the whole story was some type of hoax. The NSA fell into this camp.

      The more extremist news agencies were calling it a conspiracy theory. The national security advisor loved to quote these reports, when it suited him. The CIA director had his suspicions why that was. The NSA had done lobbying work for a lot of different firms. Some with heavy ties to China. That was something that he was quietly looking into.

      Director Buckingham was on the other side of the fence when it came to the Red Cell. He had seen enough to know that there was a good amount of truth behind David Manning’s story.

      These extremist news agencies, Director Buckingham knew, sometimes got tidbits of news from sources that originated in China. Some NSA reports even showed that Cheng Jinshan’s cyberoperations center pumped up these extremist news networks by using millions of fake social network accounts.

      But there was just enough doubt in David Manning’s Red Cell story to cause the US to go soft in its objections to China. A few of the eighteen “missing” personnel had contacted their loved ones, for instance. They had left messages that supported the idea that they were on legitimate personal or business trips. Director Buckingham’s CIA analysts thought that these messages were coerced or outright faked. But the CIA’s own intelligence reports in China had found that no one in the Chinese government leadership circles knew anything about the Red Cell. And that was very odd.

      The aligned US strategy was to use trusted Chinese back channels and organic intelligence to gather more information on the Red Cell. Only then would they present options to the president.

      The Iran-US conflict was the bigger issue, the argument went. The problems with China were considered second-tier.

      The CIA director knew better. So too, he thought, should all the members sitting at this table. But there were too many politicians in this room. Men who should have been chosen for their nonpartisan expertise in military, intelligence, or international relations. But these days, many elected officials were mixing up their politics with national security policy. And so men like the NSA were now advising the president, relying on information stripped from partisan news columns, and downplaying the US intelligence agencies’ daily briefings.

      The thought infuriated Buckingham, who himself had been both a politician and a military officer in his past careers. But when he had sworn the oath taking this job, one hand on the Constitution of the United States, he’d promised himself that no matter what, he would always put country over party affiliation.

      The president held up his hand at the laughter. “Gentlemen, that will be enough of that. Director Buckingham, please continue.”

      The CIA director took the slide clicker and advanced to his section of the brief. On the screen at the front of the room, a zoomed-in image of the Red Cell island appeared. There was a long runway with a dozen aircraft visible on the line. Several hangars. A few helicopters. A scattering of buildings in several locations.

      “This is the island where we believe the American Red Cell operation was held.”

      The screen changed from a satellite image to an infrared image. Dozens more jets and helicopters were visible under the hangars. On the opposite side were several areas of intense heat.

      A red circle came up around the heat signatures. “From our interviews with David Manning and Henry Glickstein, as well as our recent intelligence collection efforts, we believe this is where all eighteen Americans are still being held. The island is getting daily heavy transport flights in from several mainland air bases. And we’ve confirmed at least one submarine is in the island’s pen.”

      “The island holds a submarine?” asked the president.

      The director nodded. “The island is constructed to hold at least one submarine in a protected pen. Our reconnaissance analysis showed several design features on the island intended to shield submarines and aircraft from EMP attack. We’ve seen this feature at other Chinese military bases, including their submarine base at Yulin. It’s essentially a big cave in a mountain—big enough to fit multiple vessels inside. Our theory is that the Chinese would neutralize US military assets in the region with a large-scale EMP attack and come out relatively unharmed themselves.”

      “Would that really work?”

      The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff said, “We have modeled a few scenarios, sir. In theory, it could provide them with a distinct advantage. Especially if they were privy to the timing of the attack, and we weren’t.”

      “Wonderful. Continue, Director Buckingham. I’ve got about five more minutes. Let’s get to the part where you tell me what the hell you think they’re up to, and what you want my approval to do about it.”

      The slide changed to show several images of US ships, aircraft, and troops. There were also insignia for a few military units on the bottom of the slide.

      “Sir, I understand that we can’t ignore the threat of war with Iran,” the director said. “While the seeds of this war may indeed have been planted by the Chinese, the continued threat from Iran is very real. You’ve been briefed on this, and we’re committed to a strong military response. This may, however, play into the hands of the Chinese if they did intend for an Iranian conflict to tie up our military. General, if you would.” The director handed the clicker to the Army general.

      General Schwartz said, “Sir, this is Task Force SILVERSMITH. Each of the military units on this slide is in one of two camps. Either they’re special operations units that have not yet been activated for the Iranian response plan, or they’re units that are so new, they’re not yet operational.”

      “What does that mean, not yet operational?”

      “Sir, for example—the F-35 units depicted here are brand-new. They’re conducting their initial training and readiness qualifications. We didn’t expect to deploy them for at least another year. But the men are capable, and the equipment works. The same goes for the aircraft carrier, the USS Ford.”

      “Understood.”

      “Mr. President, our request is this: we want to activate these assets in secret, moving them to strategic locations that would allow them to respond to an imminent Chinese military threat, if needed.”

      “So you’re just going to move everyone over to West Coast bases?”

      “No, sir. We’re going to move these assets to places where they wouldn’t normally be stationed. Based on the Red Cell debrief, we’re worried that staging these assets in regular locations could be too risky. If the balloon goes up, they could be taken out. We will treat these alternate locations with the utmost secrecy. These units will be used as insurance in case the Chinese really do attempt an attack on American forces.”

      The NSA said, “Sir, I’m not sure about this. Shouldn’t we slow down and think for a moment? The Chinese have denied having possession of these Americans. We have reports that some of these guys are just on business trips, and have actually called their wives and families. I think all this talk about China is just a distraction. Let’s be more deliberate. Iran is the obvious issue that needs to be dealt with. For crying out loud, they attacked us in the Persian Gulf. We have evidence of that. The China evidence is tenuous at best.”

      The president rubbed his chin, looking around the table. “Director Buckingham, I think it’s always prudent to buy a good insurance plan. Your request is approved. Admiral, if the Iranian submarines sink anything, then I want a swift and immediate response. Until then, no preemptive strikes. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Anything else?” the president asked.

      The general said, “Sir, we’re going to modify the communication procedures as discussed earlier, due to concerns that the Chinese cyberoperations teams may be intercepting our movement orders.”

      “Alright. Anything else? What about the Americans on that island? Do you have a plan to rescue them yet?”

      “Yes, sir, but as the national security advisor correctly pointed out, the Chinese have been refuting any claims of participation in the Iranian attacks, as well as denying that the Red Cell island holds any American citizens.”

      “So what help is needed there?”

      “We’ll have something for you soon, sir,” the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff said.

      The president stood. “Good. Tell me when you’ve got more.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Victoria said, “You have twenty minutes of fuel left.”

      “Roger. Can you tell me what you see below us?”

      She craned her helmet to the left, looking through her night vision goggles. The dark Pacific Ocean that lay five hundred feet beneath their helicopter didn’t give her much, but it didn’t matter.

      “There’s a family of three down there,” Victoria said. “The father is injured. Their boat just sank. The child looks to be about eight years old. None of them have flotation devices. They’re treading water.”

      Juan gripped the cyclic stick a little tighter, scanning the horizon through his own night vision goggles—a constant side-to-side sweeping motion. But he too saw very little out there in the green abyss. There just wasn’t enough light for the goggles to pick up. A flash on the horizon from a far-off thunderstorm. But nothing else.

      His trained scan shifted to his cockpit instruments. Airspeed—eighty knots. Altitude—five hundred feet. Fuel—about one thousand pounds.

      Juan said, “Is he ambulatory?”

      “Yes.”

      “Water temperature?”

      “It’s warm.”

      “How far away is the ship?”

      “Thirty miles.”

      “That’s about fifteen minutes at a max range airspeed of one hundred and twenty knots, so that gives me five minutes to rescue them.”

      The lone enlisted man on the aircraft, AWR1 Fetternut, spoke into his helmet’s microphone from the back of the aircraft. “Sir, we’ll need ten minutes to be able to do the rescue.”

      “Uh…well, I could go single-engine and save more fuel,” Juan said.

      He knew as soon as the words came out of his mouth that it was a stupid thing to say. He could feel his boss, Lieutenant Commander Victoria Manning, shaking her head in disappointment.

      “Sir, remind me not to fly with you when you make aircraft commander,” came the sarcastic voice of the aircrewman over the internal communications system.

      Fetternut was both a rescue swimmer and a sensor operator for the MH-60R Seahawk helicopter. He was a petty officer first class—lower-ranking than the two pilots, who were commissioned officers. But he had much more experience than Juan, who was the junior pilot.

      Lieutenant Junior Grade Juan “Spike” Volonte could feel his blood pressure rising under the evaluation of his aircraft commander. She was not only the senior pilot on this flight, but the air boss on the ship’s aviation detachment. That meant she was the senior officer of all thirty members of his helicopter squadron who were embarked on the USS Farragut. She was the third-highest-ranking person on the ship, with only the captain and the XO above her.

      Juan raised his eyebrows to try and get the sweat to stop beading down from his helmet and into his eyes. He hated being grilled by his boss.

      It was true that she could be patient. Her style was to be a teacher—not like one of those instructor pilots from flight school that got off on making the student look like an idiot for not knowing the answer. Still, when you flew with her, you always had to be on. She never stopped training. And oftentimes it was in the form of these pop quiz scenarios. That’s what flying as a junior Navy pilot on deployment was: one continuous pop quiz.

      She said, “You would take one engine to idle?”

      “No. Sorry. That was dumb.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I would need to go into a hover to rescue those people. And I would need both engines to do that. Otherwise we wouldn’t have enough power to hover, and we’d start sinking towards the water.” Sweat dripped down from his soaked hair under his helmet and onto his forehead.

      Air Boss said, “Okay. Just checking.”

      He could practically hear her breathe a sigh of relief that her copilot wasn’t a total idiot. She wouldn’t recommend him to go to his HAC board unless he could consistently prove himself as a competent decision maker under pressure.

      Then she said, “Maybe you can make up for it. Simulated.”

      Simulated. Every pilot attached a special meaning to that dreaded word. It was used to denote that whatever happened next was a simulated emergency induced by the other pilot.

      The ENGINE FIRE light illuminated on the master caution panel in front of him.

      “Engine fire in flight procedures…” His voice increased an octave as he began announcing each step in the emergency procedure from memory. “Uh…confirm fire…”

      He instinctively used his right hand, which was gripping the cyclic control, to place the aircraft into a steady turn.

      Victoria said, “AWR1, you see a fire?”

      “I don’t know, ma’am, it’s pretty dark out. I don’t see any smoke.”

      Dammit, what was this? Now they were teaming up on him.

      “Okay, Juan, now I want you to keep troubleshooting the engine fire emergency as if this scenario with the three survivors in the water below you was still going on. What’s your plan?”

      He had inadvertently put too much forward stick in the turn. The helicopter’s AFCS computers had reacted by increasing the target airspeed for the autopilot system. Autopilot. Now there was a bullshit term. It was more like cruise control—it would help you out, but you sure as hell better keep driving.

      Now they were going ten knots too fast. Not a lot, but it showed shoddy airmanship…and they were still in a turn.

      Juan couldn’t believe how dark it was, flying over the water on these moonless nights. It was much easier to fly during the day. Then he could use the horizon to determine the aircraft’s pitch, roll, and yaw. But now, at night and over the dark ocean, he was completely reliant upon his instruments.

      Instruments. Shit. He was still turning, and he didn’t mean to be.

      The digital readouts in front of him glowed a faint green. A collection of numbers and shapes. Airspeed indicators and altitude. Columns of pixels and an artificial horizon. Engine oil pressure and transmission oil pressure. And fuel. He couldn’t forget about fuel.

      Goddammit, was he still turning? She was still waiting for him to answer her question. This flight was not going well.

      “Juan?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Aviate, navigate, communicate. Check your airspeed. I’ve got you ten knots fast and twenty degrees right wing down.”

      Juan found himself fixating on his gyro, the round center of his digital display. It was what was telling him up from down. He had a twenty-degree turn in still. But he felt like he was straight and level.

      He realized that he was tilting his body and neck to the left. Dammit. He was getting a case of the leans.

      Vertigo. Spatial disorientation. His body had grown used to being in the turn and had begun to consider that normal. It had to do with fluid in the inner vestibular of his ears or something.

      All Juan knew was that it took every ounce of concentration for him to shift his stick back to the left and get wings-level. Of course, he couldn’t talk during that effort. So there was an awkward silence before he was able to answer his boss’s question.

      “You alright?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Now he was sweating profusely. It was humid, but it was more than that.

      “So you’ve got three people down there waiting and an engine fire light with an unconfirmed fire. What’s your next move, HAC?” Her voice was calm, but firm.

      HAC stood for helicopter aircraft commander. It was the qualification that Juan hoped to achieve after they returned from deployment. A grueling multiyear process to get there. Once achieved, he could then sign for his own aircraft as the pilot in command.

      Then he would go to work every day with his name as the primary pilot on the flight schedule. Uncle Sam would lend him his very own thirty-five-million-dollar helicopter, complete with his own copilot and aircrewman. He would then be in charge of the mission. It was essentially the equivalent of reaching adulthood in the naval helicopter world. But he had to get there first.

      “Well, the fire is not confirmed, so I should land as soon as possible,” he said.

      “Let’s say that the fire light just went out,” said Victoria.

      Juan said, “Okay. Then I’d contact the ship and tell them the situation and let them know that I will be conducting search and rescue and to make best speed for my position.”

      “But with the fire light on, you would go home? You would fly back to the ship?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Even with the three people down there? And twenty minutes of fuel?”

      “Uh…”

      “Don’t let her trick you, sir.”

      Victoria said, “AWR1, you shut your trap, please. Let the man talk. Juan, I still have you in a turn. Level off and check your speed.”

      “Sorry, Boss,” said AWR1.

      Juan said, “Roger, leveling off. Getting back to eighty knots.” He gritted his teeth and fought his body’s telling him that they were leaning to one side. He lined up the instrument wings so that they were straight and level, got the airspeed to exactly eighty knots, and trimmed it in.

      Victoria said, “So would you turn back to the boat with three people in the water and twenty minutes of fuel, with an unconfirmed fire?”

      Juan said, “Yes, ma’am. If the light stayed on, I would declare an emergency and land as soon as possible on the ship.”

      Victoria said, “But with the fire light out, you’d stay on station and rescue those people.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? Either way, the fire is unconfirmed. What does NATOPS say?”

      NATOPS. The Naval Air Training and Operating Procedures Standardization Manual. The bible for all naval aviators. It had all the checklists, emergency procedures, systems limits, and diagrams that Juan had to memorize to become qualified in the aircraft. Juan and the other copilot spent at least six hours each day studying from that manual, quizzing each other and memorizing every minute detail. For it would help them reach HAC, and potentially save their lives if they ever needed the knowledge to get out of an airborne emergency.

      “NATOPS says if the fire is unconfirmed, to land as soon as possible.”

      “So the fire is still unconfirmed, right?”

      “Yes…but⁠—”

      “Are there ‘buts’ in NATOPS? Sorry, I haven’t been flying for very long. Explain to me when it’s okay to violate NATOPS.”

      “Well…I…uh…well, operational necessity…”

      “And what’s that? Don’t quote me fancy words unless you want me to ask you what they mean.”

      “Well…uh…ma’am, the instruction says that operational necessity is a mission associated with war or peacetime operations that justify risking the loss of aircraft or crew.”

      “That’s not what it says. Not exactly. You need to know what it says verbatim. Keep going with the problem.”

      Juan said, “Is that twenty minutes until bingo or twenty minutes until the low fuel light?”

      AWR1 piped up, “Ah, he’s getting smart!”

      “Until bingo.”

      She was being nice. Giving him more fuel—and more time—in the scenario. Bingo fuel was the point at which the helicopter had to turn back to the ship, lest it run out of fuel prior to landing.

      “Alright, then. AWR1, let’s set up for SAR.”

      “Sir, my rescue swimmer is all ready to go. Our checklists are complete.”

      The enlisted man spoke like he had said this a thousand times. He probably had. A senior petty officer, he was up for chief this year. He had probably helped to train hundreds of junior officers as they went up for their HAC qualification.

      “Cutlass 471, Farragut Control, the ship is setting flight quarters.” The radio call came from the external communications system. It was broadcast over the UHF radio from the ship to the helicopter. Farragut Control was one of the ship’s enlisted personnel who manned the radar scope and acted as a controller and tactical operations relay between the ship’s combat information center and the helicopter.

      Juan responded, “Farragut Control, 471, roger.”

      The ENGINE FIRE light came on again.

      “Simulated.”

      Juan said, “Is the fire confirmed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Roger, engine malfunction in flight procedure—perform.” His tone of voice uncontrollably increased in pitch under the stress of remembering the steps of the emergency procedure.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Control Nr. Contingency power on. Establish single-engine conditions. External cargo/stores/fuel jettison/dump. Identify malfunction—okay, we have an engine fire.”

      AWR1 said, “Ahhh, sir, it’s really hot back here.”

      Juan said, “Engine power control lever of affected engine—simulated off.” He used his leather-gloved finger to wipe sweat from his eyes.

      Victoria placed her hand up on one of the engine power control levers. “Okay, I’m ready to take off engine number one, do you concur?”

      Juan glanced up quick, barely able to see her leather-gloved hand in the dark. His bulky NVG set, two black plastic tubes, protruded from his helmet outward from his eyes.

      “Roger, engine number one…oh, wait! Ma’am, that’s the wrong engine.”

      She had her hand over engine number two. In a real emergency she would have been pulling back the only functional engine. That would have been a pilot-induced disaster.

      Victoria said, “Alright, Juan, you’re done for tonight. Good catch. Take me home. And don’t drop the pack. You’re landing and you better stick it.”

      He let out a sigh of relief. He had a lot more of that emergency procedure to regurgitate. But they had been flying for almost three hours, and much of the flight had been like this. Constant training. Constant questions. He knew it would make him better, but he longed for just a quiet flight.

      Now for the hardest part: landing on the back of a boat at night.

      Juan repositioned himself in the seat, trying to get psyched up. They ran through their before-landing checklist, flipping switches and changing the lighting configuration. The night vision goggles became useful again as Juan began to make out lights on the horizon. The ship was still about twenty minutes of flying away. But the powerful NVGs could⁠—

      A flash of bright light in front of them bloomed out his vision through the NVGs. Lightning.

      Victoria said, “Farragut Control, Cutlass 471, are you guys going through a storm?”

      “Uh, stand by.” Deep in the hull of the ship, he probably had no idea if it was raining or not. He would need to get someone on the bridge to let him know.

      AWR1 said, “You kidding me? They found the only storm cell within fifty miles. They probably went towards it knowing that we’d be coming in for landing now.”

      Victoria said, “AWR1, what do you see on radar?” Their radar was meant for picking up surface contacts. And while it was not technically certified to detect the storms, it was sensitive enough to detect a submarine’s periscope and did a pretty decent job at telling her which clouds to stay away from.

      “I have the controls,” Victoria said.

      “You have the controls.” Both pilots had their own set of pedals, cyclic, and collective sticks. The pedals controlled yaw, the cyclic controlled pitch and roll, and the collective controlled the power of the aircraft.

      Free from flying, Juan typed a few keystrokes into his multipurpose display and saw the radar image that AWR1 was bringing up.

      The crew of three was flying an MH-60R helicopter about one hundred and fifty miles off the coast of Central America. The deployment was supposed to have been a counternarcotics operation—they should have been looking for speedboats full of cocaine and other drugs on their way to Mexico. Instead, the Navy had seen fit to assign them to an international training exercise. Most of the participants were from Central and South America. Farragut was the only US Navy ship.

      Most of the last two hours had been spent performing over-water surveillance—flying circles in a pitch-black sky that could only exist over a hazy and humid ocean. The dark night sky was occasionally lit up by lightning from a band of thunderstorms that had been steadily getting closer throughout the flight.

      While Juan normally loved watching summer thunderstorms roll over his home in Atlantic Beach, Florida, he was significantly less comfortable tonight. Watching thunderstorms from the comfort of your covered porch was one thing. Dodging them at a few thousand feet over the water was another.

      AWR1 Fetternut made calls from his radar scope in the back of the helicopter. “Come left to two-two-zero. That should get us through these two cells, and it should be clear on the other side.”

      “Okay, that looks good, left to two-two-zero,” responded Victoria. The aircraft veered left and then leveled out.

      Juan sucked back water from his CamelBak straw. After three hours of flying in this heat, he was very dehydrated. The heavy gear, constant concentration, and late hour were all taking their toll. He just needed to nail this approach and get it in the trap. That combination of efforts had proven elusive to him on many nights this cruise. To put it bluntly, he sucked at landings.

      “Cutlass, Farragut Control, the ship is at flight quarters.”

      “471, Deck. I’ve got numbers when you’re ready.” That was the voice of one of the other junior pilots on the ship. Now that they were landing, he had manned his station behind the protective glass overlooking their landing spot on the rear of the ship.

      “Stand by,” Victoria said. She said internally, “Juan, your controls.”

      “I have the controls.”

      “You have the controls.” The three-way positive change of controls was one of the many safety precautions aviators took. Most mistakes were made when everyone assumed that someone else was doing a very simple task. Bad things often happened when something taken for granted stopped working for a moment. The three-way change of controls made sure that one of the pilots was always responsible for controlling the aircraft.

      Juan said on the external radio, “Deck, 471, ready for the numbers.”

      “Seven-one, Deck, roger. Ship’s course and speed is one three at ten, winds one-niner-zero at two, pitch one, roll three, how copy?”

      “Ma’am, you got it?”

      “Yup,” Victoria replied, penciling the numbers down on her kneeboard.

      “Copy all, Deck,” Juan said, and then took a deep breath. He looked at his distance measuring equipment. It gave him a distance estimation to the ship, accurate to the tenth of a mile. He also had twisted in the ship’s course. A needle on the compass in front of him centered up as he maneuvered the aircraft to be on centerline while flying his approach.

      The needle used information from navigational instruments on board the helicopter combined with a beacon on the ship. The needle started sliding away from centerline as Juan began to stray off course.

      Staying on course required constant adjustments from the pilot. He had to make these adjustments based on barely noticeable changes from his instruments. All the while, he had to lower the aircraft’s altitude and reduce speed on a specific profile. Failing to do this would cause them to crash or wave off.

      Victoria said, “I’ve got you a little left of course.” He could feel his stick move in his hands as Victoria made her own inputs on her controls, “helping” him to make the correct control input.

      “Roger,” was all he could say. His tired eyes were racing from one gauge to the next. Altitude. Airspeed. Ball. Fuel. Distance to the ship. Repeat.

      “One point two miles, starting the approach. On instruments.” He lowered the lever in his left hand that decreased the power and collective pitch of the aircraft. The radar altimeter began ticking down.

      “Passing three hundred feet…” He blinked away a drop of sweat. It blurred the vision through his NVGs. As they got lower and closer to the destroyer, more and more detail came into view. Now he could make out the wake of the ship.

      “Still a little fast, Juan. I have you at eighty knots. Start bringing that airspeed back.”

      From the back, AWR1 Fetternut double-checked the altitude and distance. He said, “One mile.”

      Juan pulled aft on his cyclic with his right hand and continued to take power out with his left hand. The faint glow of the green flight deck lights was now visible on the aft end of the ship.

      Juan still felt dizzy. He realized he was cocking his head to the left.

      “Two hundred feet,” he said.

      “Point four miles.”

      Victoria said, “You’re high and still fast. Take out some more power. Aft cyclic.”

      He tried to do what she said. His scan of instruments was all over the place. He fixated on his airspeed, which started getting really slow. There was that dizzy, sliding feeling again.

      He tried to look out the chin bubble, the glass floor of the helicopter, at the ship. They were way too high. He needed to get lower. Dammit, how had they gotten so high on the approach?

      “Juan, aft cyclic.”

      “Point one mile.” They were almost there.

      Juan said, “Radalt hold off.”

      Victoria reached down and depressed the button that would turn off the radar altimeter, an autopilot function. She must have only taken her eyes off what Juan was doing for a split second.

      “Power, power, power!” came the call from the rear.

      The helicopter was descending behind the ship. Juan looked in horror at his airspeed—now reading zero.

      Airspeed was life. His vertical speed indicator, which told him how fast he was descending, was below five hundred feet per minute. He gritted his teeth and pulled power, pushing the nose forward. The altitude warning was going off in his helmet with a series of loud beeps. They were below fifty feet, and he was staring at the stern of the destroyer growing larger in the window.

      “I have the controls,” said Victoria calmly, but loud enough that everyone was sure to hear.

      He didn’t let go, but he could feel her forcing the correct inputs through her controls. She immediately pulled in a lot more power, gained altitude, then adjusted the attitude of the helicopter so that it floated neatly over the center of the flight deck.

      “Deck, 471 waving off,” Victoria said.

      Juan felt ashamed. He had nearly put them in the water.

      Victoria climbed and accelerated, turning in a racetrack pattern to reset for another approach. She said, “Juan, shake it off. You alright?”

      “Yes, Boss. I…I think I just felt a little dizzy.”

      She said, “Do you have vertigo?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Alright, you’ve got to say something if you start feeling that way, okay? We do not play ‘I have a secret’ up here. If something is wrong or doesn’t feel right, speak up. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He wanted to crawl into a hole.

      Victoria turned the helicopter again and lined it up behind the ship. “On final.”

      “Roger.”

      Her approach was flawless. She hit every number—altitude, airspeed, distance.

      Once over the flight deck, she smoothly hovered the center of the aircraft over the steel square known as “the trap.”

      AWR1 called, “Over the trap.”

      Then a sudden drop, and the twenty-thousand-pound, thirty-five-million-dollar aircraft sunk onto the flight deck, its robust suspension and thick tires cushioning the impact.

      “471, Deck, you’re in the trap. Nice one, ma’am.”

      “Chocks and chains,” called Victoria.

      Juan wasn’t moving. He was too embarrassed and horrified that he had almost just put the aircraft into the water…or into the stern of the ship…to comprehend that he was supposed to do something.

      “Juan, chocks and chains.”

      He snapped out of it and grabbed his green flashlight from the calf pocket of his flight suit. He turned the light on and moved it in a side-to-side motion. The plane captain, the enlisted man who stood outside in front of them on the flight deck, made a series of motions with two glowing wands. Then several more enlisted men were running with their heads down under the rotor arc, placing the chocks and chains on the aircraft.

      “Air Boss, Deck.”

      “Go.”

      “Ma’am, the captain’s been asking for you. He requests you to swing by as soon as you’re done.”

      She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she double-clicked her radio to acknowledge the request.

      She flipped up her goggles. “Keep with me, Juan. Are you alright to do the engine wash?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He knew he had really screwed up. That was a truly awful approach. Thank God she was a good pilot.

      “Alright. Let’s shut down and then you’ve got it.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Victoria Manning approached the door to the captain’s cabin. She stunk, and was sweaty from the flight. Her hair was a mess. Not that she cared how she looked right now. She would have liked to grab a shower, though. But if she showered first, she wouldn’t have an excuse to leave the captain’s cabin. She hated these nightly sessions.

      Each night the captain called his XO, the air boss—Victoria—and the ship’s master chief into
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